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The prevailing approach to studyingjustice in the workplace has focused on recipients and observers of justice. This approach,
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and stress. In addition, we explored how communicating bad news compares to these experiences. Across two studies,
we found evidence showing that guilt and stress were affected by what was being communicated, such that injustice
and necessary evils provoked more guilt and stress than justice. These findings highlight how justice broadly affects

communicators psychologically and physiologically.
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The study of organizational justice has largely been oriented
toward the study of victims or targets of others’ behaviors
and decisions (Rupp, 2011). This research has shown that
victims’ perceptions of outcomes (i.e., distributive justice),
procedures (i.e., procedural justice), interpersonal interac-
tions (i.e., interpersonal justice), and information sharing
(i.e., informational justice) impacts attitudes and behaviors
(Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2001).
Recently, researchers have considered other parties to fair-
ness, including those who observe (i.e., third-parties;
Skarlicki & Kulik, 2005) and are responsible for fair treat-
ment in the workplace (i.e., actors; e.g., Graso et al., in
press). However, researchers have yet to assess the experi-
ence of those who must communicate decisions and actions
of others within a workplace.

Communicators, such as middle managers, may be
charged not with decision-making but with the dissemination
of decisions, outcomes, or events that are subsequently
judged as fair or unfair.! Through their role as conduits, they
act both as participant and observer, yet possess neither an
actor’s responsibility for the event at hand (see Scott et al.,
2009) nor a third-party observer’s non-complicity (Skarlicki
& Kulik, 2005). Extensive research on interactional justice
has examined the process of communicating decisions in a
fair manner (e.g., Bies, 2015). However, this research is
often oriented toward the impact of managers’ actions on
recipients’ perceptions of fairness in messages (e.g., Bies &

Shapiro, 1987). Although some studies have been dedicated
to prescriptions on how to communicate with employees—
particularly during layoffs (e.g., Smeltzer & Zener, 1992)
and with bad news broadly (Bies, 2013), few studies to our
knowledge have assessed the experience of communicating
with others in an organization—especially as it pertains to
their own perception and experience of fairness. Until more
direct assessment of communicators is carried out, organiza-
tions remain in the dark regarding these employees.

We address this issue by drawing on the deontic perspec-
tive. Individuals have moral motives to see justice maintained
and react strongly and negatively when it is not (Folger, 2001;
Folger & Cropanzano, 2001). Injustice should therefore pro-
voke negative reactions (i.e., moral anger/outrage; O’Reilly
& Aquino, 2011) from communicators. Moreover, certain
situational features may mitigate the experience of commu-
nication (see Molinsky & Margolis, 2005). Communicating
a necessary evil (i.e., harm inflicted for a greater good) in
particular may provoke a moral calculus that minimizes
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communicators’ negative reaction to injustice (see Folger &
Cropanzano, 2001). Although their reactions may take many
forms, we focus specifically on communicators’ guilt and
stress (see Guo, Rupp, Weiss, & Trougakos, 2011).

In two studies, we explored the experience of communi-
cating justice. In doing so, we contributed to growing work
on various parties impacted by fairness (e.g., Graso et al., in
press; Scott et al., 2009). While other researchers have
explored the impact of feedback on decision-makers’ guilt
(Oc et al., 2015) and interpersonal fairness in communicat-
ing decisions (e.g., Whiteside & Barclay, 2018; see also Bies,
2015), few studies have examined how communicating
injustice or related events could provoke guilt or stress.
Moreover, given the number of individuals who occupy mid-
dle-management roles (see Korn, 2013) in which communi-
cation of decisions is likely, this process may expose many
employees to affective strain. As such, we not only present a
different approach to the study of communication and jus-
tice, but also shed light on an experience that affects a multi-
tude of workers.

Communicating Fairness

Communicators are responsible for disseminating informa-
tion related to justice to others—justice meaning here any
experience that pertains to fairness, including experiences of
injustice. They must convey information regarding out-
comes, behaviors, and decisions to a recipient whose experi-
ence of justice is impacted by those outcomes, behaviors,
and decisions. Indeed, past empirical research in the domain
of organizational justice shows that supervisors can have a
direct influence on how survivors experience a layoft (Bies
et al., 1993; Brockner et al., 1990; Lipponen et al., 2018). It
must be noted that while research on communicators’ per-
ceptions of and reactions to justice is limited, a large body of
research on fairness in organizational communication has
been cultivated over decades. As argued in foundational
works on interactional justice (e.g., Bies, 1987; Bies &
Moag, 1986), the provision of information is critical to main-
taining fairness. In addition, content of communications
(e.g., explanations; (Bies & Shapiro, 1987; Sitkin & Bies,
1993) and their adequacy (Shapiro et al., 1994) may temper
perceptions of injustice. The impact of communication on
recipients’ perceptions of fairness has also extended into
other related arenas, such as pay communication (e.g., Day,
2011; Marasi & Bennett, 2016) and feedback medium (e.g.,
Westerman et al., 2014).

This research, however, only illuminates the management
of fairness by communicators rather than their experience
of fairness. Although a great deal of research has prolifer-
ated on various parties to fairness (Rupp, 2011), organiza-
tional messengers inhabit a space that is unique from others
currently studied in the realm of organizational justice.
Communicators are distinct from actors as they do not bear
direct responsibility for outcomes they communicate. Actors,

on the other hand, evaluate situations, make decisions, and
act in ways that are judged for their fairness (Graso et al., in
press). As such, communicators, much like third-party
observers (Skarlicki & Kulik, 2005), typically do not possess
any causal role in events being communicated. However,
communicators are distinct from third parties because they
have some complicity in the provision of fairness. Namely,
their responsibility includes communicating decisions and
actions in a fair manner (see Bies, 2015). As such, communi-
cators are not strictly confined to a participative or an obser-
vational role, but rather possess characteristics of both. They
are middle-management conduits for upper level actors and
while they bear witness to the justice directed at others, they
still participate in the provision of that justice.

The Deontic Perspective

What, then, is the experience of communicators as they
share information with others in the workplace? Researchers
have highlighted three primary motives that drive justice
concerns: instrumental, relational, and moral motives
(Cropanzano, Rupp, Mohler, & Schminke, 2001). While
instrumental and relational motives explain why people are
concerned with their own fair treatment (i.e., due to self-
interest and interpersonal concerns, respectively), moral
motives explain more universal concerns for fairness. The
deontic perspective (Folger, 2001) suggests that fairness is
viewed as an end to itself and as universally important for
maintaining civil society. When injustice occurs, values and
norms are compromised, consequently provoking negative
“deontic” reactions from others. Deontic reactions can
take many forms, as “deontic phenomena include reactions
to perceived unfairness,” (Folger, 2001, p. 4). Affective
responses are particularly likely to emerge in the face of
wrongdoing (Folger & Cropanzano, 2001; Folger &
Skarlicki, 2008) including moral outrage, righteous indigna-
tion, or “moral anger.” Although the term “anger” is used to
describe this reaction, O’Reilly and Aquino (2011) acknowl-
edge that anger is but one of many emotions that emerges in
response to injustice (see also Weiss et al., 1999). Namely,
moral anger refers not just to a specific emotion but rather
multiple emotions—emotions that “lead people to think neg-
atively about the perpetrators of injustice and want to see
them punished,” (O’Reilly & Aquino, 2011, p. 531). Moral
anger toward the offending party would therefore be expected
when communicators observe injustice.

Communicators, though, occupy a participatory role in
delivering injustice. As agents of an organization (Colquitt
et al., 2001; see also Fassina et al., 2008), those responsible
for communicating decisions may perceive themselves as
also complicit in the outcomes that have befallen recipients
of their messages. They may therefore experience moral
emotions that reflect thoughts about themselves rather than
others when communicating fairness-related outcomes or
events. When a deontic reaction (Folger, 2001)—namely,
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moral anger (O’Reilly & Aquino, 2011)—turns inward, it
would reflect underlying motives to ensure that one’s wrongs
are addressed. We therefore anticipate that communicators
will experience guilt.

As a moral emotion (Eisenberg, 2000), guilt reflects nega-
tive feelings regarding harm one has caused (Baumeister
et al., 1994). Although no research to our knowledge has
examined communicating justice and its impact on guilt, Oc
and colleagues (2015) demonstrated that negative feedback
prompted guilt from actors following their decisions. Liao
and colleagues (2018) also showed that abusive supervision
led to guilt among those behaving abusively. A large body of
research has also indicated that acting unfairly or immorally
in general may provoke feelings of guilt (see Baumeister
et al., 1994). Even if communicators do not perceive their
own behaviors as wrong, guilt can be provoked by observa-
tions of another’s wrongdoing or harm toward another
(Spencer & Rupp, 2009). Moreover, research has shown that
even when individuals do not bear direct responsibility for
harm that befalls another, they may still experience guilt (e.g.,
Brockner et al., 1985, 1986). As such, though communicators
do not bear the full responsibility of actors, they might never-
theless experience emotions pertaining to moral trespasses
when they communicate injustice; specifically, guilt.

Stress of Communication

Conservation of resources (COR; Hobfoll, 1989) suggests
that stress should emerge when resources are threatened,
depleted, or fail to be replenished when deployed. Applied
to communicating fairness, COR suggests that communica-
tors should experience stress. When communicating non-
valenced information, such as when a meeting will take
place, managers must put forth some effort that would uti-
lize available resources. In addition, communicating a mes-
sage over which one has no control may deplete available
resources as a loss of autonomy can negatively impact psy-
chological stores (Moller et al., 2006; see also Johnson
et al., 2014). Indeed, research on bad news delivery shows
that it can be anxiety-inducing (Ptacek et al., 2004) even
long after delivery has taken place (Eberhardt McKee &
Ptacek, 2001). Middle-managers also experience stress due
to the boundary-spanning quality of their roles and the limi-
tations to which they can retaliate or respond to their expe-
rience (Anicich & Hirsh, 2017). Empirical research has
also suggested that enactment (e.g., Johnson et al., 2014) or
communication of decisions one has partaken in (Whiteside
& Barclay, 2018) impacts and is impacted by regulatory
resources.

The demands (and therefore stress) experienced during
communication may therefore be compounded when injus-
tice or rather a lack of fairness is present in particular.
Injustice may specifically deplete resources (see Maslow,
1948; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Williams, 1997) by failing to meet
certain needs (see Cropanzano, Byrne, et al., 2001). As such,

stress may emerge when communicating injustice. When it
comes to justice, though Johnson and colleagues (2014)
showed that procedural justice can be draining while inter-
personal justice can be replenishing for actors and communi-
cators may lose resources through cessation of control
(Moller et al., 2006), the positive experience of communicat-
ing justice may offset the negative impact of communicating
a decision generally (see Bono et al., 2013). We therefore
argue that stress is likely to be greater when communicating
injustice compared to communicating justice.

Hypothesis 1a: Communicating injustice will lead to
more guilt and stress relative to the experience of com-
municating justice.

Communicating Necessary Evils

The assessment of fairness by communicators thus far has
been implied rather than explicitly outlined. However, com-
municators’ assessment of whether an injustice has taken
place has a critical influence on guilt and stress. To illumi-
nate this process, we draw on fairness theory (Folger &
Cropanzano, 2001). Fairness theory suggests that judging
whether injustice has taken place—and would provoke deon-
tic responses (Folger, 2001)—involves consideration of
three criteria: Is there injury or harm (harm)? Could the act-
ing party have behaved in alternate ways (avoidability)?
Were norms of moral or ethical conduct violation by the
decision (moral violation)? If all three criteria are satisfied,
injustice will be perceived.

Nevertheless, this assessment may not be straightforward.
Different factors can shape the evaluation of these criteria
(see Ganegoda & Folger, 2015), as individuals may use dif-
ferent standards in their assessment (Folger & Cropanzano,
2001; see also Rupp et al., in press). Of the three criteria,
variability in standards used to evaluate moral violation may
have a particular impact on communicators’ perceptions of
and subsequent reactions to delivering justice. Moral con-
cerns figure prominently in reactions to injustices perpe-
trated (Folger, 2001), especially among those not directly
targeted by those injustices (see Cropanzano, Byrne, et al.,
2001; Cropanzano, Rupp, et al., 2001). However, when mul-
tiple moral standards come into play (e.g., equity/equality;
utility/hedonism), it is unclear how communicators will
respond—especially if one standard is satisfied while another
is violated. We argue that when one moral standard is satis-
fied it may serve to mitigate the effects of another being vio-
lated. Specifically, if a moral standard is upheld in the course
of an injustice, it may ameliorate a communicator’s response.

To explore this, we draw on necessary evils. Necessary
evils refer to situations in which harm is inflicted for a greater
good (Molinsky & Margolis, 2005). In other words, though a
beneficial end may be desired, achieving it involves harming
another. Necessary evils, as those behaviors that require harm
to achieve a good, therefore, draw upon two distinct moral
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principles that may influence the evaluation of justice. The
first principle is “do no harm” or primum non nocere (see
Smith, 2005). Individuals are bound, according to this stan-
dard, not to harm one another in their interactions. The second
principle is that of utility (see Mill, 2001), which refers to
maximizing good in a situation. With a necessary evil, both of
these principles are evoked. The presence of harm violates the
“do no harm” principle. The presence of good, however, may
suggest that utility has been maximized.

Since justice involves moral principles being upheld
while injustice involves those principles being violated (see
Folger & Cropanzano, 2001), the presence of both a moral
norm upheld and a moral norm violated should elicit com-
municator reactions that fall somewhere between those pro-
voked by injustice and justice. Specifically pertaining to
necessary evils, harm may satisfy the moral violation coun-
terfactual and elicit a negative deontic response. The neces-
sity or utility of the act, however, would fail to satisfy the
moral violation counterfactual, and consequently, may
inhibit or minimize such a deontic response. Not only would
it inhibit the deontic response, but may also minimize drains
on communicators’ resources.

Hypothesis 1b: Communicating necessary evils will lead
to less guilt and stress relative to the experience of
injustice.

Hypothesis 1¢: Communicating necessary evils will lead
to more guilt and stress relative to the experience of com-
municating justice.

Study |
Study | Methods

Study | participants. Participants were introductory psy-
chology students (N = 142) at a large, public Midwestern
U.S. university. The sample was 63.1% male; 62.7% White,
28.2% Asian, 3.5% Hispanic/Latino, 4.2% Black/African
American, and 1.4% Multiethnic or Biracial. English was
the native language for 81.7% of participants. Average age
was 19.8 years. Of these participants, 25 were screened out
for not paying attention (e.g., “Select disagree for this ques-
tion”) or indicating during their communications that they
did not understand what was going on, leaving a sample of
117 participants.

Study | procedures. Participants went to a waiting room
where another participant (confederate) was waiting. These
two were escorted by an experimenter to two separate rooms
across a small, narrow hallway from one another. The experi-
menter told them the study focused on communication and
obtained informed consent. It was explained that they would
play three, 2-min rounds of solitaire on their own, but that
their points would be combined at the end of each round. It
was also explained that participants could individually earn a

double bonus of their final tally of points after the rounds
were through in one of two ways. The first was to be given
the role of a deliverer (i.e., communicator), which automati-
cally gave the participant the double bonus. The second way
was to be given a double bonus by the experimenter. Partici-
pants were told that the deliverer would be responsible for
telling the other player if s/he received a double bonus. The
participant was always chosen to be the deliverer. It was
explained that points would be converted into raffle entries
for a US$100 Amazon gift card, with different raffles for
deliverers and recipients. Participants were told that as this
was a study on communication, they should communicate
with each other throughout the experiment via instant mes-
saging. If the participant did not initiate conversation, the
confederate would send predetermined prompts (e.g., “Hey.
What do you think?”).

The experimenter then went into the confederate’s room
to “set up” the experiment, after which s/he returned to the
participant’s room and attached a galvanic skin response
(GSR) sensor to the participant’s left index and middle fin-
gers. The experimenter set up the experiment and left the
room. The participant played three, 2-min rounds of solitaire
on a computer. In between each round, the experimenter
pulled up an online survey assessing guilt for the participant
to complete. Following this, the experimenter returned with
the participant’s and the other player’s score. The experi-
menter determined the confederate’s fictitious scores based
on the addition or subtraction of a predetermined amount
from the participant’s score each round. Due to these instruc-
tions, the confederate’s final total score was roughly equiva-
lent to the participant’s final total score.

At the end of the third round, the experimenter informed
the participant that s/he had been chosen to be the deliverer.
The experimenter told the participant that s/he had to deliver
the experimenter’s recommended decision regarding the
partner’s double bonus. The participant was told they would
have 5 min to communicate the decision. The confederate
was instructed to respond to the information delivered by the
participant with, “Thanks. Why?” After delivery, the experi-
menter returned and pulled up a final questionnaire that
included measures of justice and emotions.” Once the ques-
tionnaire was complete, GSR sensors were removed. The
participant was debriefed and offered an opportunity to dis-
cuss the experiment with the confederate.

Study | manipulations

Justice communication manipulation. The justice communi-
cation manipulation occurred via information the participant
was required to communicate to the confederate. In all three
conditions, the experimenter started out by saying “Even
though you’ve been given this role, you need to deliver my
recommended decision to get the double bonus.”

As the participant was given a double bonus for being a
deliverer, this set up the expectation that the other partici-
pant/confederate should receive similar treatment for their
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similar work (i.e., equity; Adams, 1965). Recall that accord-
ing to fairness theory (Folger & Cropanzano, 2001), injustice
should be perceived when three criteria are met: an avoidable
(a) harm (b) takes place that violates a moral norm (c). Also,
recall that conflicting moral implications should attenuate
deontic reactions, hence creating situations perceived as
“necessary evils.” We manipulated these aspects of delivery
to create conditions of justice, injustice, and necessary evils.

In the justice, condition, the experimenter stated, “The
other player performed similarly to you, so I think the other
player should get the double bonus.” Based on the criteria
described above from fairness theory (Folger & Cropanzano,
2001), this fails to meet the harm condition, as the confeder-
ate participant is not harmed by getting the double bonus.
Although the language of the experimenter (e.g., “I think™)
and the framing of the choice as a decision implies avoid-
ability, this criterion is not sufficient for injustice to be per-
ceived. Finally, with regard to the moral violation, no moral
principles were violated in this scenario.

In the injustice condition, the experimenter stated, “The
other player performed similarly to you, but I don’t think
the other player should get the double bonus.” The partici-
pants assigned to this condition encountered information
sufficient to satisfy each of the criteria outlined in fairness
theory for the perception of injustice to take place (Folger
& Cropanzano, 2001). First, the confederate not receiving a
bonus when the participant does creates relative depriva-
tion, which should be sufficient for harm per Folger and
Cropanzano (2001). Similar to the justice condition, avoid-
ability is implied in the fact that the allocation of the bonus
is based on the experimenter’s evaluation of the other par-
ticipant’s performance rather than being predetermined.
Finally, the confederate participant not receiving a bonus
for similar performance was designed to violate expecta-
tions of equity and equality (i.e., moral norms).

In the necessary evils condition, the experimenter stated,

The other player performed similarly to you, however, I don’t
think the other player should get the double bonus because I can
only give a certain amount of raffle entries each day to each
player role and if every participant gets a double bonus, I won’t
be able to give them to others in the future. Also, if the other
player gets a double bonus, I might have to stop running
participants for the day.

According to our arguments, necessary evils reflect situa-
tions in which avoidability and harm should be satisfied.
When it comes to moral violations, however, necessary evils
both satisfy and fail to satisfy this condition as they involve
harm and some benefit. First, the confederate not receiving a
bonus when the other participant did created relative depri-
vation. This deprivation should have triggered perceptions of
harm. The necessary evils condition also suggested avoid-
ability in that the experimenter’s evaluation of the other par-
ticipant’s performance as it did in the other experimental

conditions. Finally, with regard to moral violation, the par-
ticipant encountered information that would satisfy and dis-
satisfy the condition. First, the participant was told that the
other player would not receive the bonus even though they
performed similarly to the other participant. This implies
inequity and inequality, both of which violate moral norms.
However, the participant was told that the choice was made
in consideration of being able to give bonuses to others and
to continue running the experiment. Considering this circum-
stance, the participant should conclude that the decision
actually upheld the moral standard of utility.

Study | Measures

Demographics. Information on participants’ gender, race,
age, and whether English was their native language was col-
lected during the final questionnaire.

Manipulation check. The justice communication manipu-
lation was checked using a four-item measure of justice
adapted from Spencer and Rupp (2009; see also Nicklin
et al., 2011). The items were selected to reflect perceptions
of fairness. They were: “The other participant lost something
with regard to the delivery of a bonus,” “The decision with
regard to the delivery of the bonus was morally/ethically
right” (reverse-coded), “The other participant should have
been treated in a more morally or ethically right way,” and
“There were moral or ethical violations during the delivery
of the bonus.” Items were responded to on a 5-point Lik-
ert-type scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree).
Items showed poor internal-consistency reliability (o = .62),
but this is to be expected given that items were not meant to
reflect an established scale and were rather a subset from a
scale. Given the item design, higher scores equate to more
injustice.

Guilt. Guilt was measured similarly to Shaver and col-
leagues (1987). Participants were asked at four different
times to rate how they felt now on a 5-point scale (1 = Not
at all, 5 = Very much). Guilt was assessed with items refer-
encing feeling “guilty,” “sorry,” and “regretful.” These items
were couched within a large set of items asking about other
emotions (e.g., sadness). Alphas at each time point were
above conventional standards (o0 > .85).

Stress. Although multiple physiological measures of
stress are available (e.g., cortisol), we chose to assess stress
via skin conductance GSR sensors. The GSR sensor pro-
vided raw data obtained nearly continuously (~50 readings
per second) throughout the experiment that reflected resis-
tance to an electrical current. As sweat decreases resistance,
high values (originally in kOhms) reflected low physiologi-
cal arousal and stress. Given the output and baseline varia-
tions among participants, the raw data were converted such
that large negative z-scores indicated lower stress and large
positive z-scores indicated higher stress. Although data were
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Table I. Study | Means, Standard Deviations, and ANOVA.
Qutcome
Condition n Stress | Stress 2 Stress 3
Justice 24 55 (.27) 91 (.36) .54 (.45)
Injustice 24 48 (.44) .92 (.32) .80 (.26)
Necessary Evils 30 42 (.40) .86 (.24) .76 (.30)?
df p n?
Fime 443 3 .005 .04
imexjustice 5.75 6 <.001 .09
Error 342
Guiley 1° Guilty 2 Guilty 3 Guilty 4
Justice 41 1.54 (.82) 1.31 (49) 1.39 (.61) .16 (:31)
Injustice 35 1.63 (.90) 1.45 (.80) 1.46 (.86) 1.69 (.88)
Necessary Evils 41 1.48 (.83) 1.32 (.61) 1.33 (.66) 1.75 (91)
df p n?
Fime 329 2 <.001 3l
imexjustice 2.99 4 .021 .08
Error 144

Note. Means and standard deviations (in parentheses) are presented in the columns. ANOVA = analysis of variance.
*Due to missing data, n = 29. ®Descriptive statistics were for untransformed scores, while ANOVA was conducted for transformed scores.

collected continuously, all observations were averaged for
each distinct phase of the experiment (e.g., Task 1, Survey 3,
Communication Notice, Communication, etc.).

Study | Analyses and Results

Manipulation check. A one-way ANOVA showed a signifi-
cant effect of the justice communication manipulation on
perceptions of injustice, F(2, 116) = 24.7, p < .001. Con-
sistent with expectations, post hoc Tukey HSD compari-
sons showed that participants assigned to the injustice
condition (M = 3.16, SD = .50) perceived more injustice
compared to those assigned to the justice condition (M =
2.35,8D = 52; p < .001, 95% CI = [.52, 1.10]). Those
assigned to the necessary evil condition (M = 2.93, SD =
.54) perceived more injustice than those assigned to the jus-
tice condition (p < .001, 95% CI = [.31, .86]). Although
there was not a significant difference between the injustice
and the necessary evil condition (p = n.s.), it trended in the
expected direction (95% CI = [-.06, .51]).

Hypothesis testing. We used repeated-measures ANOVA (see
Table 1) to test Hypotheses la—c.® Our choice of repeated-
measures ANOVA was not grounded in an expectation of
change over time but rather was utilized to demonstrate more
strongly that the experience of communication provoked dif-
ferent affective and physiological responses based on the
manipulations rather than overall baseline between-group
differences. For guilt, we analyzed changes in responses
from participants following each round of Solitaire (i.e.,
Task 1, Task 2, Task 3; see Figure 1) and following

communication (i.e., post-communication). For stress, we
analyzed average GSR scores for pre-communication, com-
munication, and post-communication (see Figure 2).

Guilt scores were non-normal, such that despite the robust-
ness of ANOVA to violations of normality, transformations
were necessary. An inverse function improved normality,
though it led to a violation of homogeneity of variance post-
communication (Levene’s test, p < .001). In spite of this, we
ran a repeated-measures ANOVA for the effect of justice
communication on the inverse measure of guilt as other tests
can be used to assess group differences when homogeneity
of variance is violated.

For Hypotheses la—lc, we expected a significant within-
subjects interactive effect of justice communication with
time. This effect would suggest that over time guilt and stress
changed due to the experience of communication. A signifi-
cant time X justice communication interaction was detected
for the inverse measure of guilt, F(6, 342) = 5.75, p < .001,
partial n? = .09, and for stress, F(4, 144) = 2.99, p < .05,
partial > = .08.

To probe this, we conducted tests for simple main effects.
First, we examined whether there was a main effect of justice
communication manipulation at different time points within
the experiment when measures of guilt and stress were taken.
Doing so enabled us to determine if the manipulation pro-
duced differences between groups at specific points in the
experiment. These analyses showed that there were only sig-
nificant effects of the manipulation post-communication for
guilt, F(2, 114) = 9.17, p < .001, partial n*> = .139; Welch’s
test*: F(2, 69.6) = 11.7, p < .001, and stress, F(2, 74) =
4.05, p < .05, partial n* = .10.
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We examined these further. Due to concerns over homoge-
neity of variance, a Games-Howell post hoc comparison was
used to assess this effect on the inverse measure of guilt. Tukey
HSD post hoc comparisons were explored to assess these dif-
ferences with stress. Recall that an inverse transformation was
applied to the measure of guilt, which means that statistical
effects are in the opposite direction of the effects described in
our findings. Those assigned to the injustice condition
reported more guilt (p < .01, 95% CI = [-.32, —.06]) and
stress (p < .05, 95% CI = [.02, .49]) post-communication
relative to those assigned to the justice condition. Those
assigned to the necessary evils condition experienced more
guilt when compared to those in the justice condition
(p < .01, 95% CI = [-.33, —.09]). Other comparisons
between conditions were not significant.

Building upon these results, which suggest that communi-
cation of injustice may increase guilt and stress, we assessed
whether there were significant simple main effects of time
for guilt and stress within each justice communication condi-
tion. These analyses would allow us to determine if differ-
ences in guilt or stress observed after communication
occurred due to the experience or were simple manifestations
of baseline group differences. For those assigned to the jus-
tice condition, guilt decreased over time, F(3, 120) = 5.87, p
< .01, partial n?> = .128; post-communication vs. post-Task
L: p <. 01, 95% CI = [.06, .21]; post-communication Vs.
post-Task 2: p < .05, 95% CI = [.01, .13]; post-communica-
tion vs. post-Task 3: p < .01, 95% CI = [.04, .16], while
stress was greatest during communication, F(2, 42) = 8.20,
p < .01, partial n?> = .28; communication vs. pre-communi-
cation: p < .01, 95% CI = [.17, .57]; communication Vs.
post-communication: p < .01, 95% CI = [.13, .67]. For those
assigned to the necessary evils condition, guilt increased
over time, F(3, 120) = 7.25, p < .001, partial n?> = .153;
post-communication vs. post-Task 1: p < .05, 95% CI =
[-.20, —.01]; post-communication vs. post-Task 2: p < .001,
95% CI = [-.23, —.07]; post-communication vs. post-Task 3:
p <.001,95% CI = [-.24, —.08], while stress also increased
over time, F(2, 56) = 21.8, p < .001; partial n?> = .44; com-
munication vs. pre-communication: p < .001, 95% CI =
[.29, .62]; communication Vvs. post-communication: p <
.001, 95% CI = [.20, .52]. Finally, with regard to those
assigned to the injustice condition, stress increased over
time, F(2, 46) = 12.6, p < .001; partial > = .35; communi-
cation vs. pre-communication: p < .001, 95% CI = [.27,
.60]; post-communication vs. pre-communication: p < .001,
95% CI = [.12, .52].2

Study | Discussion

The results of Study 1 provided support for Hypothesis 1a,
as communicating injustice was found to lead to more
stress and guilt post-communication as compared to justice.
There was similar support for Hypothesis lc, as necessary
evils were found to lead to more guilt post-communication
relative to justice. However, there were no significant

differences between injustice and necessary evils, failing to
provide support for Hypothesis 1b. The simple main effects
analysis suggested that those communicating injustice and
necessary evils continued to experience stress post-commu-
nication and experience more guilt over time. However, guilt
decreased over time and stress peaked during communica-
tion for those communicating justice. Although not explicitly
articulated in Hypotheses la—lc, these results support the
argument that observed affective responses were due to the
experience of communication.

Despite these findings, this study was not without limita-
tions. We utilized a design in which participants were given
the role of deliverer with no explanation as to why. It is pos-
sible that those individuals may have interpreted that this
was due to merit or deservingness which could influence the
extent to which they experienced guilt over the recipient’s
payout of raffle entries (see Adams, 1965) such that it may be
diminished if they feel it is deserved. Given our design, it is
also possible that participants may have succumbed to exper-
imenter demand when responding as repeated measures of
our variables may have indicated what we were interested in
assessing. We also did not consider other types of messages
(e.g., bad news) to be communicated.

We therefore conducted a second study in which we con-
sidered individuals put into hypothetical situations in which
their position did not have any connection to their prior
actions or those of another. To the issue of experimenter
demand, we contextualized guilt items in a larger item set
and measured them fewer times. In addition, we considered
bad news. Bad news refers to the transmission of informa-
tion involving harm and loss (Bies, 2013). Bad news and
injustice are related, yet distinct phenomena. The harm in
bad news is not inherently unfair. It is when harm is also
avoidable and violates moral norms (Folger & Cropanzano,
2001) that bad news becomes injustice. When bad news is
considered as a form of harm, it may provoke perceptions
of injustice due to its violation of the “do no harm” princi-
ple (Smith, 2005). As such, it might evoke deontic
responses. Indeed, delivering bad news is stressful and anx-
iety inducing (Ptacek et al., 2004), an effect that continues
after communication has occurred (Eberhardt McKee &
Ptacek, 2001). In this study, we therefore explored how bad
news would differ from other experiences—particularly
injustice—and offer the following research question:

Research Question 1: How does the communication of
bad news differ from the communication of injustice in
terms of affect, stress, and behavior?

Study 2
Study 2 Pilot Study

We ran a pilot study using participants from Amazon’s
Mechanical Turk as facilitated through TurkPrime.
Compensation was USS$0.15 (rate: USS$1.58/hr with
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average completion time of 5.7 min). The initial group of
participants (N = 291) were screened for failing to meet
attention checks (e.g., “Please select similar for this ques-
tion,” “Select fair for this question,”) and careless respond-
ing (e.g., incomplete surveys, those whose response times
were below 200 s, those who displayed patterns of invari-
ant responding; see Meade & Craig, 2012), leaving 114
participants. They were 79.8% White, 76.3% female.
Average age was 41.6 years and average tenure in current
organization was 4.82 vyears; 81.6% were -currently
employed or self-employed, and 23.8% considered their
roles to be supervisory. Participants were presented with
the justice communication conditions (as described below)
and asked to indicate whether they thought the situation
described was “Fair,” “Neither fair nor unfair,” or “Unfair”
on a scale from 1 to 3, respectively. The data were reverse-
coded for ease of interpretability. The results suggested
that the fair manipulation (M = 2.72, SD = .63) was sig-
nificantly more fair than the injustice, M = 1.28, SD =
S54; 1(114) = 17.0, p <.001, necessary evil, M = 1.65, SD
= .78; ((114) = -11.2, p < .001, and bad news manipula-
tions, M = 1.92, SD = .58; #(114) = 11.0, p < .001. The
injustice manipulation was significantly less fair than the
necessary evil, #(114) = —4.84, p < .001, and bad news
manipulations, #(114) = =9.87, p < .001. Finally, the neces-
sary evils manipulation was significantly less fair than the
bad news manipulation, #(114) = —=3.32, p < .01.

Study 2 Methods

Study 2 participants. Participants (N = 368) were recruited
from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), as facilitated by
TurkPrime. The survey, which was advertised as a study ask-
ing about experiences communicating in the workplace, was
only made available to supervisors/managers, as those indi-
viduals are more likely to understand the experience of com-
municating decisions made by others. The survey was not
available to those who did the pilot survey.

Although we had an initial screening, participants still
provided information on their employment status. We there-
fore removed all participants who indicated they were not
working, not in a supervisory or management role, and had
not been working at their organization for more than a year.
Given the online convenience sample used, we utilized
aggressive data quality screening procedures (DeSimone
et al., 2015). We removed subjects based on a consideration
of multiple factors including survey completion, attention
checks (e.g., “Select strongly disagree”), nonsense answers
(e.g., “Yes,” “Good”), response times (i.c., removed those
who responded in less than 60 s), and invariant responding
(see Meade & Craig, 2012). A total of 171 participants
remained. Respondents were 45.6% female; 70.2% White,
5.26% Black/African American, 1.17% American Indian/
Alaska Native, 20.5% Asian, <1% Biracial/Multiethnic,
and 2.3% “Other”; 5.3% were Hispanic/Latino. Average age

was approximately 38.1 years. Average tenure was 8.65
years with their current employer, and 5.54 years in their
current position.

Study 2 procedures. The study was delivered online through
MTurk. After consenting to participate and providing demo-
graphic information, participants were asked to put them-
selves in the shoes of a supervisor about to meet a subordinate
(Jordan) regarding their bonus (see Appendix). They were
then presented with information regarding the subordinate’s
bonus (communication manipulation).® Then, participants
responded to measures of guilt and stress as they would have
felt them in the meeting with the employee after which they
provided a hypothetical response. They then responded to
the same measures of guilt and stress indicating how they
would feel after the meeting, and responded to manipulation
checks. Participants were provided with a short debriefing.
They were compensated USS$1.00 for their participation
(rate: USS$5.71/hr given an average completion time of 10.5
min).’

Study 2 experimental manipulations

Justice communication manipulation. Each scenario pre-
sented information pertaining to the three criteria for injustice
according to fairness theory (i.e., harm, avoidability, moral
violation; Folger & Cropanzano, 2001). To minimize the
effect of Jordan’s outcome valence on perceptions of fair-
ness (e.g., the more negative the outcome, the more unfair the
act), we made the outcome for Jordan constant and instead
changed the framing around it. As such, Jordan received the
same bonus in each scenario.

Participants assigned to the justice condition were
informed: “Based on the new criteria used by the division
director, Jordan has been given the same bonus grade as last
year. This is not surprising given that Jordan’s performance
was assessed as being the same as last year.” The criteria for
injustice, according to fairness theory (Folger & Cropanzano,
2001), would not be satisfied in this situation. Although
there is avoidability as Jordan’s bonus can be changed, no
harm is present, and no moral violations are present as
Jordan receive an unsurprising grade given his or her perfor-
mance (i.e., equity).

The participants assigned to the injustice condition were
informed: “Based on the new criteria used by the division
director, Jordan has been given the same bonus grade as last
year. This is surprising given that given that Jordan’s perfor-
mance was assessed as being better than last year.” The fram-
ing of the bonus grade suggests that it was surprising and not
proportional to his or her performance. This not only violates
a moral principle (equity) but also suggests deprivation
(harm) as Jordan’s performance should have produced a
higher bonus grade. Moreover, as there are new criteria, this
could have been avoided.

The participants assigned to the necessary evils condition
were informed:



Thornton-Lugo and Rupp

Based on the new criteria used by the division director, which
were implemented for the purpose of keeping the division within
budget and preventing layoffs, Jordan has been given the same
bonus grade as last year. This is surprising given that Jordan’s
performance was assessed as being better than last year.

As in the previous study, the necessary evil manipulation
involved harm and avoidability, as well as different moral
standards being upheld or violated. Pertaining to harm,
avoidability, and moral violation, the same elements are
present as in the injustice condition. Moral standards, how-
ever, may be upheld when considering that the criteria
change occurred to prevent layoffs (i.e., utility).

Finally, participants assigned to the had news condition
were informed: “Based on the new criteria used by the divi-
sion director, Jordan has been given the same bonus grade as
last year. This is bad news for Jordan.” We chose to make our
manipulation of bad news explicit given that—per Bies
(2013)—the perception of bad news is subjective and depen-
dent on perceived loss. Given that we kept Jordan’s outcome
constant to minimize the effect of valence, we had to rely on
explicit framing for bad news (i.e., “This is bad news.”)
rather than implicit discussions of harm.

Study 2 measures

Justice communication manipulation check. A similar four-
item measure of injustice as described in Study 1 was used.
Reliability was acceptable (oo = .71). In addition, justice
communication type was also checked by asking participants
to rate their agreement with three statements (e.g., “Overall,
Jordan’s bonus grade was fair” “The decision with regard to
Jordan’s performance and subsequent bonus grade was fair,”
and “When it comes to the bonus grade given, Jordan was
treated unfairly”’-reverse coded; oo = .93). All questions were
responded to on a 5-point scale (I = Strongly agree, 5 =
Strongly disagree). Both measures were recoded such that
higher scores translate into more fairness/justice.

Guilt. Guilt was measured using the same measure as in
Study 1 (o, = .89, a1, =.90; ®,, = .89, ®, = .90). All items were
responded to on a 5-point scale (1 = Not at all, 5 = Very much).

Stress. Stress was measured using the 10-item Worry-
Emotionality scale by Morris et al. (1981). The items were
adapted for the situation (i.c., a meeting with a subordinate;
o, = .94, 0, =.96; 0, = .94, ®,=.95). Asample item is “I
feel panicky.” All questions were responded to on a 5-point
scale (1 = Strongly agree, 5 = Strongly disagree); as such,
higher scores reflect lower stress. All items—where appro-
priate—were recoded so as to improve interpretability (i.e.,
higher scores equate to more stress).

Demographics. Information on participants’ gender, eth-
nic/racial background, age, current employment status, and
tenure was collected.

Study 2 Results

Manipulation checks. Responses were analyzed using a one-
way ANOVA with justice communication as the indepen-
dent variable.

When looking at the measure of justice based in fairness
theory, there was a significant main effect of justice commu-
nication type, F(3, 167) = 4.81, p < .01. However, Tukey
HSD post hoc comparisons showed that only justice (M =
3.66, SD = .84) was significantly more fair than injustice (M
= 3.21, 8D = .86; p < .05, 95% CI = [.02, .89]), necessary
evils (M = 3.19, SD = .86; p < .05, 95% CI = [.03, .93)),
and bad news (M = 3.00, SD = .67; p < .01,95% CI = [.17,
1.16]). The general measure of fairness produced similar
results, F(3, 166) = 7.13, p < .001, with Tukey HSD post
hoc comparisons showing that only justice (M = 3.43, SD =
.40) was seen as significantly more fair than the injustice (M
= 3.10,8D = .53; p < .01, 95% CI = [.09, .58]), and neces-
sary evils (M = 3.02, SD = .51; p < .001, 95% CI = [.17,
.671]), and marginally more fair than the bad news conditions
(M =3.18,8D = 32; p = .09, 95% CI = [-.02, .53]).

Measurement. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was run
on all outcome measures using the lavaan package in R. We
examined two different models for each time point to assess
the factor structure of the guilt and stress measures. At Time
1, the two-factor model (CFI = .92, RMSEA = .11, SRMR
= .06) fit the data better than the one-factor model (CFI =
.80, RMSEA = .17, SRMR = .10). At Time 2, the two-factor
model (CFI = .92, RMSEA = .12, SRMR = .07) fit the data
better than the one-factor model (CFI = .81, RMSEA = .19,
SRMR = .11). We also utilized semTools in R to assess aver-
age variance extracted (AVE). The AVE for guilt at Time [
was .74, while the AVE for stress at Time 1 was .63. The AVE
for guilt at Time 2 was .75, while the AVE for stress at Time
2 was .69.

Hypothesis testing. To test Hypotheses la—Ic, we performed
a two-way repeated measures ANOVA assessing the
impact of justice communication on guilt and stress (see
Table 2). As previously mentioned, though repeated-mea-
sures ANOVA can examine time effects, our goal was to
provide evidence that the manipulations were responsible
for differences observed.

Results did not reveal a significant time X justice com-
munication interaction for guilt nor stress. There was a sig-
nificant effect of time for both guilt, F(1, 167) = 17.8, p <
.001, partial > = .10, and stress, F(1, 167) = 15.9, p < .001,
partial 12 = .09. An examination of the overall means from
both time points for guilt suggested that it decreased from
expected levels during communication (M = 2.41, SD =
1.03) to post-communication (M = 2.20, SD = 1.03). A simi-
lar pattern was found with expected stress during (M = 2.54,
SD = 1.04) and following (M = 228, SD = 1.09)
communication.
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Table 2. Study 2 Means, Standard Deviations, and ANOVA.
Outcome

Condition N Stress | Stress 2
Justice 46 2.07 (1.02) 1.80 (.990)

Injustice 50 2.76 (.990) 2.54 (1.07)

Necessary Evils 44 2.66 (1.03) 2.22 (1.01)

Bad News 31 2.69 (.982) 2.64 (1.12)

df p n?
Fime 15.9 | <.001 .09
imexjustice 1.58 3 >.05 .03
Error 167
Guilty | Guilty 2

Justice 46 1.85 (1.00) 1.73 (915)

Injustice 50 2.70 (.936) 2.48 (1.11)

Necessary Evils 44 2.53 (.994) 2.18 (.925)

Bad News 31 2.61 (.985) 2.48 (1.03)

df p n?

Fime 17.8 | <.001 .10
imexjustice 1.26 3 >.05 .02
Error 167

Note. Means and standard deviations (in parentheses) are presented in the columns. ANOVA = analysis of variance.

We also examined between-subjects effects of the justice
communication manipulation provided by the repeated mea-
sures ANOVA. This provides an assessment of the effect of
our manipulation (i.e., the between-subjects factor) when
examining the average score across time points for the
dependent variable. Given that participants provided antici-
pated responses for communication and post-communica-
tion, it is possible that they would not report markedly
different responses depending on time point in the hypotheti-
cal scenario as they may have expected that their guilt and
stress would persist even after communicating with their
subordinate. As such, an examination of average scores
across time points appeared appropriate. For both guilt, F(3,
167) = 6.96, p < .001, partial > = .11, and stress, (3, 167)
= 5.72, p < .01, partial n?> = .09, there were significant
between-subjects effects. For guilt, Tukey HSD post hoc
comparisons revealed that those assigned to the fair condi-
tion (M = 1.79, SE = .14) were less guilty than those
assigned to the unfair (M = 2.59, SE = .13; p < .001, 95%
CI = [-1.29, —.305]), necessary evils (M = 2.36, SE=.14; p
<.05,95% CI=[-1.08, —.055]) and bad news (M = 2.55, SE
= .17; p < .01, 95% CI = [-1.32, —.195]) conditions. For
stress, Tukey HSD post hoc comparisons similarly revealed
that those assigned to the fair condition (M = 1.93, SE = .14)
were less stressed than those assigned to the unfair (M =
2.65, SE = .13; p < .01, 95% CI = [-1.22, —.215]), neces-
sary evils (M = 2.44, SE = .14; p = .06, 95% CI = [-1.02,
.012]), and bad news (M = 2.67, SE = .17; p < .01, 95% CI
= [-1.30, —.160]) conditions.

When examining between-subjects effects further, we
examined subjects’ reports of anticipated stress and guilt in
the moment of communication (as opposed to following).
We conducted one-way ANOVAs assessing the impact of
justice communication condition on guilt and stress sepa-
rately. Consistent with the repeated measures ANOVA, we
found significant effects of the conditions for both guilt, F(3,
167) = 5.50, p < .01, > = .11, and stress, F(3, 167) = 4.56,
p < .01,n? = .08. For guilt, Tukey HSD post hoc compari-
sons revealed that those assigned to the fair condition (M =
1.85, SD = 1.00) were less guilty than those assigned to the
unfair (M = 2.70, SD = .936; p < .001, 95% CI = [-1.37,
—.334]), necessary evils (M = 2.53, SD = .994; p < .05,
95% CI = [-1.22, —.147]), and bad news (M = 2.61, SD =
985; p < .01, 95% CI = [-1.36, —.175]) conditions during
communication. For stress, Tukey HSD post hoc compari-
sons similarly revealed that those assigned to the fair condi-
tion (M = 2.07, SD = 1.02) were less stressed than those
assigned to the unfair (M = 2.76, SD = .990; p < .01, 95%
CI = [-1.22, -.153]), necessary evils (M = 2.66, SD = 1.03;
p = .06, 95% CI = [-1.14, —.041]), and bad news (M =
2.69, SD = .982; p < .01, 95% CI = [-1.23, —.014]) condi-
tions during communication.

Study 2 Discussion

In this study, we extended our research and examined
whether bad news can provoke the same response as injus-
tice. We found some support for Hypotheses la and 1c, but



Thornton-Lugo and Rupp

0.9
0.8
0.7
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3
0.2
0.1

Stress

Justice
Injustice

== == Necessary Evils

Figure |. Study | Stress scores.

1.8
1.6

Guilt
—

0.8
0.6
0.4
0.2

L d
14 \ﬂ\
1.2

e Justice
Injustice

== == Necessary Evils

Figure 2. Study | Guilt scores.
Note. The figure presents the untransformed scores for guilt.

not Hypothesis 1b. While there were overall between-sub-
jects differences across time points and during the hypo-
thetical communication such that guilt and stress were
lowest in the justice condition relative to the unfair and
necessary evils conditions, no significant differences
between other conditions emerged. Such a finding may be
attributable to the difficulty of a vignette provoking the
same reactions to an in-situ experience, as well as the pos-
sibility that injustice and necessary evils are not experien-
tially different.

In terms of Research Question 1, analyses of between-
subjects effects suggested that compared to the justice condi-
tion, guilt and stress were higher among those assigned to the
injustice, necessary evils, and bad news conditions. However,
this does not suggest that bad news provoked significantly
different responses from participants when compared to
injustice and necessary evils. As such, we found no differ-
ence between necessary evils and injustice in terms of impact
on communicators as well as no significant difference with
the impact of bad news.
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General Discussion

While researchers have focused on how justice is experi-
enced by various parties (see Rupp, 2011), scholarly work
on the experience of justice for communicators has been
limited. Given the role of communicators as mouthpieces
for other organizational actors, they occupy a position that
is not adequately understood by extant literatures. Using
the deontic perspective (Folger, 2001), we explored whether
communicators would react to the fairness of what they
communicated.

Across both studies, results were consistent with the
deontic perspective (Folger, 2001) and past empirical work
(e.g., Barclay et al., 2005; Judge & Colquitt, 2004; Weiss
et al., 1999). Namely, our findings suggested that affective
experiences of communicators are influenced by the fairness
of what they communicate. Our results, however, were not
consistent with our theorizing on competing moral standards.
The mitigating circumstances of a necessary evils did not
significantly lessen negative emotional and physiological
outcomes relative to injustice. While these findings are
inconsistent with our arguments, they do hint at support for
other arguments articulated in fairness theory suggesting that
harm might be sufficient for injustice to be perceived (Folger
& Cropanzano, 2001) and to provoke a deontic reaction.

Our research also contributed to understanding communi-
cating justice and therefore the experience of justice broadly.
Little work has been dedicated to communication in the field
of organizational justice, opting instead for victims (see
Rupp, 2011), observers (e.g., Skarlicki & Kulik, 2005), or
even actors (e.g., Graso et al., in press). We open up this ave-
nue and provide some evidence that communicators experi-
ence both guilt and stress that corresponds to the fairness of
what they communicate. We also contributed to growing
research on different experiences of fairness by examining
the communication of bad news in conjunction with justice,
injustice, and necessary evils. Our findings provide initial
evidence that delivering bad news is different than communi-
cating justice, but may not be significantly different from
injustice or necessary evils. Our study therefore provides
emergent insight into how communicating bad news may be
experientially similar to communicating injustice.

Limitations, Directions for Future Research, and
Practical Implications

Limitations to the current research should be noted. First,
though we grounded our arguments in the deontic (i.e.,
moral) perspective, we did not examine nor rule out alterna-
tive mechanisms accounting for our observed effects. Indeed,
theorizing on motives for fairness (e.g., Cropanzano et al.,
2001) has suggested that instrumental and relational motives
may also influence reactions to justice. Per instrumental
motives, a loss of autonomy may have influenced our
observed effects—particularly in Study 1. Considering the

job demands-resources model (Demerouti et al., 2001), hav-
ing a loss of autonomy by virtue of complying with the
experimenter may have deprived participants of a psycho-
logical resource that would enable them to deal with mes-
sages they were required to share, particularly when those
messages included an injustice or necessary evils. Similarly,
the relational motive may be affected or evoked during com-
munication. Specifically, communicators may experience
concerns with damaging a relationship (see Cropanzano &
Rupp, 2008) when delivering justice-related information.
Future studies should therefore rule out these alternative
explanations directly by measuring and controlling for
instrumental and relational mechanisms.

Second, the experimental setup presented some limita-
tions with regard to the extent to which we can make gener-
alizable claims (Shadish et al., 2002). We must however note
that experiments are considered valuable in the field of orga-
nizational justice—particularly for burgeoning areas of
inquiry (see van den Bos, 2001). Moreover, as Highhouse
(2009) argues, “Generalizing across organizations requires
theory testing, and theory testing requires generalizable
causes and effects,” (p. 556). In other words, the ability to
generalize across organizations requires experimental
designs. As such, though it may hinder generalization o
organizations, such a sacrifice may be valuable in service of
more appropriately exploring communication.

In addition, the experimental setup in these studies might
not have influenced participants as much as could be
observed outside of the laboratory. Unlike managers who
have stronger connections to their employees, an undergrad-
uate who just met another student or a supervisor talking to a
fictitious subordinate may not feel invested in the situation as
an actual supervisor would. Indeed, having a well-estab-
lished relationship with the recipient may be required for
communicators to have stronger responses to their situation.
Future research should address this issue by using field sam-
ples to assess managers’ emotions and stress during commu-
nication with established subordinates.

Moreover, interacting in person might be necessary to
provoke affective responses during communication. There
are multiple media through which communication can take
place (e.g., email, text, phone, face-to-face) that can affect
perceptions of fairness (e.g., Westerman et al., 2014; see also
Rupp et al., in press). Such requisite conditions may there-
fore explain why an impact of communication (i.c., a
within-subject change between pre- and post-communica-
tion) was observed in Study I, but not Study 2. Although
such findings may prove useful in the post-COVID-19 era
in which a great deal of communication is done virtually
(see Chong et al., 2020; Gallup, 2020), future research
should address this issue by using face-to-face interactions
to assess how in-person dynamics can make the communi-
cation of fairness more salient.

In addition, our work may not have captured the dynamic
nature of communication. Interactions between supervisors
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and employees involve a back-and-forth that influences psy-
chological processes and outcomes (see Meinecke et al.,
2017). Oc and colleagues (2015), for example, showed that
recipient reactions to a decision impacted actors’ subsequent
guilt about that decision. Subsequent scholarly work should
therefore consider how the interplay between communica-
tors and recipients, especially after communication of jus-
tice, may impact the experience of guilt and stress on the part
of communicators.

Finally, our manipulations may not have produced desired
effects. Although pilot testing suggested that participants
were able to distinguish between manipulations in terms of
fairness, this may not have translated to the experiment. In
Study 2, participants were presented with more stimuli (e.g.,
survey items) that could have encouraged them to rely on
heuristics (see Lind, 2001) rather than a more nuanced under-
standing of the vignettes. Indeed, each justice communica-
tion manipulation may have violated perceptions of
procedural justice (Leventhal, 1980) due to the change in
evaluation criteria described. Only the fair condition had a
distinct effect relative to the other conditions, possibly due to
the favorable outcome described. Although research has
shown guilt emerges when procedural injustice is coupled
with outcome favorability (e.g., Krehbiel & Cropanzano,
2000), it is possible that heuristic processing may have
encouraged participants to rely on outcome favorability as an
indicator of fairness in the presence of procedural injustice
and therefore responded accordingly. In addition, it is unclear
whether allocations that are high in outcome favorability but
low in distributive justice (e.g., overcompensation; see
Adams, 1965) would have evoked the same effects from par-
ticipants—especially if heuristic processing is at play.®
Future studies should therefore attempt to minimize heuristic
processing as well as control for perceptions of procedural
justice and outcome favorability (see Brockner et al., 1995).

Regarding practical implications for the communication
of fairness, this research suggests that sharing an outcome
that is seen as unfair, even when justified by other circum-
stances, will have an impact on stress and emotions. With
this knowledge, organizations might be encouraged to alle-
viate stress put on managers by minimizing the number of
unjust acts or necessary evils they must communicate.
Furthermore, it may be beneficial to minimize the number
of parties who have to disseminate justice altogether. Rather
than implicating an intermediary, organizations could ensure
that only those directly responsible for the outcome be
involved in the delivery of these outcomes. Given the impact
of communication on organizational processes (e.g., restruc-
turing, rare events) and perceptions of those processes
(Kernan & Hanges, 2002; see also Beck & Plowman, 2009),
alleviating communicators of their emotional burden may
serve to improve the implementation of these processes
organization wide.

As negative physiological and affective responses emerge
during communication and might be displayed by managers,

organizations might also prepare their employees with emo-
tion regulation training (Hiilsheger et al., 2015) to ensure that
they display appropriate emotions and behaviors when com-
municating with others. The organization may also invest in
fairness training (see Richter et al., 2016) that may encour-
age interpersonally sensitive treatment in communicating
justice thereby providing some protection against the impact
of communicating injustice and related events. Companies
can focus trainings not only on middle-management, but also
on individuals in roles requiring the sharing of information
that could be seen as unfair, a necessary evil, or bad news
(e.g., customer service representatives; see also Molinsky &
Margolis, 2005).

Finally, organizations might take note that even when
there are extenuating circumstances around an event (i.c., a
necessary evil), communicators might still react negatively
to those events. In constructing narratives, an organization
might consider that even when an event is done for the sake
of a greater good, it may not produce any difference in affect
or stress relative to something that is done with no greater
good in mind. While this flies in the face of recommenda-
tions stemming from research on interpersonal justice and
explanations for events (see Bies, 1987, 2015) communica-
tors might not react as positively to them. Communicators
may be privy to decision processes and might not buy in to
the explanation an organization puts forth for why harm
takes place. Organizations should therefore find other ways
to deal with injustice other than justifying the event, such as
providing communicators with tools to deal with the emo-
tions and stress that they will inevitably experience.

Conclusion

Our research seeks to broaden the field of organizational
justice by focusing on those who must communicate jus-
tice, injustice, necessary evils, and bad news. As managers
and supervisors often deliver communications on behalf of
their organization, it is important to understand how these
experiences affect them. This research shows that commu-
nicating injustice, necessary evils, and bad news will have
an impact on emotions and stress. This research also sug-
gests that communicators may respond strongly to events
when harm is present. As this represents a first step in the
study of communicating justice-related information, we
hope that this research provokes more scholarly interest
regarding other understudied parties in the field of organi-
zational justice.

Appendix
Study 2 Materials

Prompt:

“Please read the following scenario carefully. You will be asked
questions based on this scenario later.
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You are the supervisor of a unit within a particular division
in an organization. One of your duties as supervisor is to
inform employees within the unit of their bonus. Bonuses in
this organization are based on a grade system. Employees
with lower grades (i.e., a D grade) receive lower bonuses than
those with higher grades (i.e., an A grade) who receive higher
bonuses. Bonuses are also given in dollar amounts—rather
than percentages, and everyone with the same grade receives
the same dollar amount as their bonus. This means that
employees can receive a higher bonus than they had previ-
ously received if they receive a grade which is higher than
their previous grade (i.c., if they go from a B grade to an A
grade). In other words, employees can earn a larger bonus if
they advance from a lower grader to a higher grade.

You did not determine your subordinates’ bonuses or
grades. Rather, they were determined by the director of your
entire division who is using a new, more stringent set of cri-
teria to determine which bonus grade employees are given
this year. This means that while employees’ performance
may be similar to their performance in previous years, their
bonus grades may change. Similarly, if employee perfor-
mance improves, they still may have the same bonus grade as
they did before due to the new criteria.

Your director provides you with a list of all employees
and their grades/bonuses for the year when the time comes
for you to communicate this to the employees.

One of your employees, Jordan, is coming in today for
your meeting regarding the bonus.”
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Notes

1. We acknowledge that there is variety in what constitutes a “mid-
dle manager.” Osterman (2008) notes that middle managers are
those who are responsible for enacting and carrying out the deci-
sions made by upper level management (see also Harding et al.,
2014). They do not make decisions. It must be noted, though,

that the power a middle-manager has is relative (see Anicich &
Hirsh, 2017). In other words, the available power and decision-
making leeway that is given to a manager is determined by the
organizational structure in which their power is situated.
Measures of control variables were also taken at this point
in the experiment: liking (Wayne & Ferris, 1990), perceived
similarity with the experimenter and the confederate (Turban
& Jones, 1988), and perceived effort (Yeo & Neal, 2004). We
planned to conduct repeated measures ANCOVAs with these
controls serving as covariates, but the assumptions to conduct
an ANCOVA were not satisfied. Nevertheless, it remains a
concern that the manipulations could have affected partici-
pants’ reactions via liking, effort, and perceived similarity.
A multiple mediator model was therefore tested with liking,
effort, and perceived similarity as mediators accounting for the
impact of justice communication on guilt using PROCESS. No
relative indirect effects were detected.

Listwise deletion, as was used for these analyses, can remove
cases missing data on any variable. As such, the dfs may vary
from (a) those implied in tables and (b) across analyses.
Welch’s test was performed due to aforementioned issues with
homogeneity of variance that emerged upon transformation of
the guilt scores.

The experiment was designed so that most participants would
receive the same total points across all rounds as the confeder-
ate. However, for two rounds wherein points were subtracted
from the participant’s score to create the confederate’s score,
we set minimums of points for the confederate to earn should
the participant perform poorly. It is therefore possible that
when participants performed poorly, they received lower total
scores than the confederates. Given these point calculations,
however, the participant never outperformed the confederate.
We therefore ran our analyses with relative performance (i.e.,
same, under) included in the model. There were no consistent
changes in our reported effects when including this variable
in our repeated measures ANOVA. For stress as an outcome,
though the repeated measures ANOVA did produce an inter-
action between condition and time that only approached
significance (F[4, 130] = 2.34, p = .06) we do not feel this
compromises our results as all follow-up analyses remained
unchanged by the inclusion of relative performance. For guilt as
an outcome, the interactive effect between condition and time
remained significant when relative performance was included.
Certain follow-up analyses did change when this variable was
included. The difference in guilt between post-communication
and post-Task 2 in the justice condition became non-signifi-
cant. In addition, time had a significant effect in the injustice
condition (F[3, 93] = 2.71, p < .05), with post hoc analyses
suggesting that that post-Task 1 guilt was higher relative to
post-Task 2 (p < .05, 95% CI = [-.13, —.01]. The findings also
showed that following delivery, guilt was higher than it was
post-Task 2 (p < .05, 95% CI = [-.22, —.01]) and approach-
ing significance relative to post-Task 3 (p = .05, 95% CI =
[—.20, .00]). This would be consistent with expectations that
guilt would increase following delivery. However, as no con-
sistent pattern of changed effects emerged, we do not consider
this concerning for our reported results. In other words, having
similar versus discrepant scores did not seem to change the
impact of our manipulation on our observed outcomes in the
repeated measures ANOVA.
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6. This study also included a manipulation not reported on in
this article. Specifically, difficulty of justification (i.e., the
extent to which the situation allows for justification; see
Molinsky & Margolis, 2005) was manipulated. We chose not
to report on this, as only a within-subjects interaction of time,
justice communication, and difficulty of justification on guilt
was detected, F(3, 183) = 5.30, p<< .01. There were no sig-
nificant effects on stress. However, these results are available
upon request.

7. Calculations of payment rate were made only for those who
were in the final data set, as all others were considered careless
responders.

8. Although equity—a moral principle evoked in these stud-
ies—is often the cornerstone of distributive justice, we refer
to distributive justice broadly in a manner consistent with
Greenberg (2011) such that distributive justice relates to
whether outcomes are proportional to inputs.
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